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Introduction

Can there be such a thing as a sociology of the family? Unlike other
areas in which we may admit that we have no special competence,
this particular field is, naturally enough, one we all feel we know
well-we were all born into a family and, perhaps, have started
one. This empirical, felt knowledge of the family makes it one of the
most ideologically loaded of topics.

The family also holds some of the keys to our future as a nation.
Should families cease to produce enough children as some demogra-
phers, historians and politicians have already claimed with alarm,
should couples break up and teenagers harass people in the streets,
then the state will look for ways and means of setting the family on
a path with a less disastrous significance for the future, and at a
lower social cost. ’

TALKING ABOUT THE FAMILY: PARADOXES AND
CONTRADICTIONS

The assumptions on which we base our judgements concern the
contemporary family, as compared to some mythical one that.is
‘felt’ rather than analysed or known. The press and television echo
the same clichés and talk of the ‘disintegrating family’, ‘the weak-
ening of the family’, ‘state aid for the family’, ‘the family at risk’
and so on, stressing the link between the idea of family and the
notion of crisis.

It would be useful at this point to suggest briefly the major ways
in which this theme is formulated before going on to analyse them
in the subsequent chapters. In our time, the family has contracted. It
consists now of the couple. It is a unit of consumption rather than of
production. It no longer provides the help it used to accept as its
responsibility in the past, such as caring for the elderly, the sick or
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Introduction

the mentally ill, and such functions of the kind that it still carries out
(the socialisation of children, for example) are now shared with
other institutions. Moreover, this ‘insular’ family now has very few
relationships with other family cells. These relationships are seen as
being ‘impoverished’, and in making such statements we are implic-
itly referring to some period in the past when they were 'rich’.
According to this way of seeing things, the family cell manipulated
by social institutions appears weak.

But there is another way of looking at the family that sees it as
formidably powerful, a refuge and the special focus for our feelings.
The couple first and foremost, and the children secondarily, are seen
as investing in the family all those emotions that cannot be ex-
pressed in a dehumanised society. According to this view, all the
warmth of those social relations that once embraced a wide range of
kinfolk, neighbours and friends is now seen as being focussed more
narrowly and more intensely on the nuclear family and on close
relatives.

It is clear that these two ways of seeing the family are contradic-
tory. On the one hand, it is said to be undergoing a crisis, on the
other to wield inordinate power, since it has a virtual monopoly of
emotional power in an emotionally starved society. As one sociolo-
gist investigating the family in Paris was told, ‘The family is in a bad
way, but my family is fine.’

Is the family truly in crisis? Perhaps to talk about the question in
such terms misses the point and may, perhaps, gloss over the real
problem, namely that society is in crisis.

This theme was recurrent throughout the nineteenth century. In-
dustrialisation drew to the towns enormous numbers of workers
who had lost their old cultures and been assimilated into the prole-
tariat, and the number of abandoned children and illegitimate births
and the rate of juvenile delinquency all increased. The instability of
proletarian families was a source of concern to the dominant classes,
who wished to restore the power of the family and that of patriar-
chal and monarchical authority and to use the former as an instru-
ment to foster morality amongst the working classes.

As an institution, the family can both resist and adapt. It has lived
through all the changes, both economic and social, that have
brought Western societies from the stage of a peasant to that of an
industrial economy. It is more than the ‘basic cell’ of society or a ‘last
bulwark’ against destructive forces and, seen in historical perspec-
tive, has powers of flexibility and resistance. Instead of analysing it
in terms of a ‘crisis’, we should try to discover how the family has
lived through the economic, social and cultural upheavals of the last
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hundred and fifty years, how it has resisted them and how it has
contributed to them.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF THE FAMILY: WHERE HISTORY AND
ANTHROPOLOGY MEET

In France, although in the 1950s and 1960s the sociology of the
family was not quite as formless and empty as the American histo-
rian Edward.Shorter saw it, it was nevertheless a rather underdevel-
oped field, very much under the influence of a consciously empirical
American sociology. It was unable to provide relevant conceptual
frameworks or, until quite recently, exact data, and very probably
this explains why there has been so much talk of ‘crisis’. American
sociology, because it has remained faithful to the concept of long-
range social development, presents the family as a defined structure
without precise references to its social and cultural environment and
not as a domestic group undergoing change within a specific histori-
cal framework. The abstract nature of this position can be explained
by the dominant ideology of the post-war years, that of individual-
ism and freedom. This has meant that each family cell tended to be
seen as unique and independent of cultural influences or economic
and historical contingencies.

William Goode, however, in his work published in the 1960s,
proposed quite a different approach. Whereas classical sociology
produced more and more empirical research, Goode’s innovation
was to compare the American family with that in other cultures. He
observed the frequently dynamic role of family systems, which soci-
ology had often seen as passive objects, and drew a distinction
between norms and practices, stressing that the ideology of the con-
jugal family did not necessarily imply a conjugal structure.

Goode’s works, with their pioneering ideas, produced no great
response in the sociological field for some time. It was left to histori-
ans interested in family structures to rediscover them in the 1970s.
Sociology and history come together when exponents of both disci-
plines leave their traditional confines and go beyond the classic con-
trast of their respectively diachronic and synchronic approaches,
that is, when historians refuse to concern themselves exclusively
with changes and sociologists with structures. And sociology, as its
knowledge of the family in bygone times increases, is gradually
becoming more aware of its own limits. This increasing knowledge
seems decisive, since every change is implicitly or explicitly referred
to the family in the past.

Sociology is formulating this need and history is discovering or
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rediscovering the family. The latter has been influenced in its new
orientation by the current ideology of ‘the crisis in the family’. Also,
although it has long been exclusively concerned with the state, it has
rediscovered the family under the influence of those branches of
itself that are directed towards the economic, social and cultural
history of the mass of the population. Similarly, demographers in-
terested in large -scale population movements find that the family is
a central factor in their investigations. In France, as a result of their
anxiety about the downward trend in fertility in the years before the
Second World War, demographers both looked back into the past to
attempt to produce a demographic history as well as made a close
study of the family cell, that mysterious place in which fertility, once
a natural phenomenon, had become a controlled and limited one.
The Institut national d’études démographiques, as a result of the impetus
given by Louis Henry, introduced a fiche de famille that made it
possible to measure the degree of fertility and variations in it. This
new technique, which attracted a great deal of interest both in
France and elsewhere, made available a great deal of data. However,
although historical demography enables us to discern trends and
developments, it proposes no answers. Through the questions it
raises, though, it does provide a new perspective on the historical
problems connected with the family by moving towards a psycho-
logical history that could explain why such developments might
occur.

The work of Philippe Ariés on the child’s place in the awareness
of the family has had a considerable influence on sociologists by
offering support for those ideas concerned with the contraction of
the family round the conjugal couple. Although that position is
much more complex nowadays, it is, after twenty years of research,
widely accepted. At the same time, his hypotheses have become an
integral part of the cluster of questions that demographers have
raised for themselves and for others and have contributed to the
new deployment of forces in historical research on the family and
the history of ways of thinking. This is based on sources well known
to historians (notarial, judicial and ecclesiastical archives, account
books, surveys and economic and social documents) but hitherto not
fully exploited in studies concerning the family.

This ‘new history’ of a social, economic and cultural kind has,
even if it sometimes goes beyond these areas, been a fertile source of
information and ideas with regard to the study of the family.

History has been illuminating in two ways with regard to the
general movement of sociology. In the first place, it has shown us
how naive many of our old simplistic concepts were. Some of our
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theories were based on an erroneous view of life in the past, and
some of our suppositions about the constancy of behaviour patterns
were without foundation. A historical perspective has meant that we
are now able to see the relative nature of a particular attitude to-
wards the family or a particular aspect of the family as a characteris-
tic of contemporary society. One example of this is our cliché of the
‘shrinking’ of the present-day family.

In this book we will see that kinship relations that had supposedly
been overstretched by the effects of incipient industrialisation were
in fact maintained and that certain forms were even strengthened.
Here, the task of history is to demystify and demythologise our
contemporary analyses of and statements about the family. These
are still based on an implicit image of the ‘good old days’, of the
family as the repository of every virtue and of all the harmony we
have since lost. Increased knowledge of the family of former times
means that we can form a fresh judgement of the family of our own
day and its supposed crises and deviant behaviour.

Second, history teaches modesty. Relationships between changes
taking place within the family and those taking place within society
and technical, economic and social changes can never be explained
in terms of simple and single models. Every study of the family in
a particular social and economic context shows the wide range of
different situations involved. It is not simply. a question of no
longer being able to claim that industrialisation alone changed the
family in a fundamental way. We also have to make a more sophis-
ticated study of the various complex relationships between the two
processes.

During the earliest, artisanal stage of industrialisation, family
structures remained relatively unchanged. They had, in fact, experi-
enced some modification before industrialisation got under way,
that may perhaps have facilitated the latter. Developments at the
level of the domestic unit and the unit of production must therefore
be examined simultaneously rather than consecutively, since both
are produced by the same cultural and social changes. It follows that
in other societies with different family traditions and patterns, dif-
ferent models of family and industrial development can be expected.

Reflecting on the family against the background of history there-
fore shows that there is not one single type of family and family
organisation over the spectrum of time and space, but rather sev-
eral. In thus perceiving the relative nature of the object of study, the
historian encounters the variety of patterns that social anthropology
observes.

This encounter with social anthropology is teaching historians and
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sociologists to take a new look at the body of knowledge and the set
of theories we have built up concerning the family, and shows us
that although it is a universal phenomenon the various forms it
takes differ greatly in specific societies. There is a difference in de-
gree, if not in kind, between those societies traditionally studied by
anthropologists and contemporary ones. In the former, the basic
matter of social categories, the framework of relationships of pro-
duction, of consumption, power and so on, is provided by kinship,
whereas in the latter, kinship is in competition with other social
institutions, and with the state in particular. The way in which the
family is currently organised in Western societies is merely one of
the possible ways provided by the whole range of cultures. History
enables us to re-create the family in the flow of time, and social
anthropology shows us how relative it is with regard to other types
of culture.

Social anthropology also proceeds in a way that greatly enriches
the sociology of the family, by making considerable use of mono-
graph studies. It stresses the need to examine the nature of the
family within a carefully determined culture and in terms of its
relationship with that culture. In conjunction with psychological and
psychoanalytical approaches it also seeks the meaning of the sym-
bols revealed by an analysis of behaviour patterns and rituals. This
means that the family need no longer be seen simply as a passive
and externally determined object, but can be envisaged as an institu-
tion capable of resistance and action.

THE AIM AND SCOPE OF THIS WORK

There are three parts to this book. The first sets out to elucidate the
structural relationships between family, domestic group and kin-
ship. It is based on anthropological concepts and attempts to show
which of these are the most relevant to a better understanding of the
contemporary family. The second is centred on the make-up of the
family, marriage and the birth of children. The third deals with the
roles and activities of the spouses. In the final chapter, the relation-
ships between the family and society are discussed.

Each theme is introduced from both the historical and anthropo-
logical point of view. It is in this that both the orginality of the
approach and its difficulty lie, for when one is dealing with the
family everything is interrelated and the intersections in the range of
problems related to the family are indicated by the multiplicity of
cross-references.

Comparisons of this kind, involving cultures from different times
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and places, raise a further major difficulty. If we compare a family
from another time or place with a contemporary family, we are
really contrasting a rural and an urban society. Although there is a
generally accepted definition of the former with regard to social
relationships, the latter is highly differentiated and still inadequately
conceptualised.

The family, whether considered from the point of view of kinship,
affective relationships or its structural links with society, is, wher-
ever possible and useful, allocated a place in terms of social catego-
ries seen not as classes but as cultural milieux. Thus, women and
children, for example, are discussed in terms of working-class, peas-
ant, bourgeois families and so on. The book does not pretend to
present definitive theories about the family. Contemporary sociol-
ogy is obliged to exercise a certain prudence, for it has no conceptual
framework capable of accounting for the wide range of family
phenomena. Now is not the time for a general theory, but rather for
a ‘medium-range’ one, relating certain structural trends and certain
types of families whose behaviour patterns are studied within well-
defined temporal and spatial frameworks. Nor can we hope to pro-
vide a complete and exhaustive analysis of the subject itself, though
perhaps the suggested reading may fill some of these gaps.

The word ‘family’ is a polyseme indicating both individuals and
relationships. It refers both to the conjugal cell and offspring in
today’s society and to the household of former times. Here it is
called the domestic group. Depending on the context, it can desig-
nate a very restricted group (parents or grandparents) or a wider
one (uncles, aunts or cousins) of relatives. In other contexts it can be
used of relationships between individuals or family units. Its mean-
ing can be widened (as in, for example, ‘the Smith family’) to cover a
dynasty of relatives who do not cohabit but share a joint patrimony.
These are but a few of the meanings of the word.

The family not only presents lexical difficulties. The feelings cen-
tred in it are also full of snares. ‘Love’, ‘family closeness’ and ‘the
sense of childhood’ are all vague expressions, used and judged in
terms of the awareness of them that our own experience has given us.
Consequently, we all too often tend to judge situations in the past
(when relationships were different) by the yardstick of our present-
day experience. I will try to say what is meant by such expressions, or
at least to point out the difficulty inherent in the problem. Can one
measure the intensity of love?

In terms of a precise vocabulary, instead of always speaking of the
‘family’, I will instead use whichever term seems to define most
clearly that institution in the particular aspect of it under discussion,
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using such expressions as ‘nuclear family’, ‘domestic group’ and
‘kinship relations’.
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